VI
CONQUESTS AND DISCOVERIES
"... ALWAYS VIGILANT, the Portuguese encircled or conquered
and fortified the central and most important of the tracks followed
by Arabs, Turks and Italians, and, above all, the maritime routes
and passages to the Gulfs of Arabia and India : Aden, Ormuz and
Malacca. Thus the old maritime and terrestrial paths of transit
for Oriental merchandise from Ormuz, by way of Bassorah,
Damascus (or Aleppo), and Beyrout, or from Aden, through Cairo
and Alexandria, to Amalfi, Pisa, Genoa, Venice and Ragusa, de-
clined and were deserted ... in her triumphal maritime progress
Portugal discovered the whole world . . . "l
The Portuguese first took to the sea during the reigns of the
earliest of the Burgundian kings. Under Sancho I, a Portuguese
fleet aided land forces which besieged Silves, in the Algarve, during
the summer of 1189. Shipbuilding was further encouraged by
Alfonso III and his son Diniz. In Diniz' reign a Genoese was
appointed Admiral of the Fleet, and pine-forests were planted at
Leiria. More vessels were laid down at Lisbon, and in 1336, or
thereabouts, and in 1341 small expeditions reached the Canaries.
The first conquest was a military expedition in 1415 directed
against Ceuta, a strongly-fortified Moorish town and seaport on
the North African coast to the east of the Moroccan peninsula.
The reasons for this operation are not fully apparent. It may have
been a natural irruption into Africa, a logical development of the
long campaign against Islam in the Peninsula and a direct if some-
what tardy outcome of the completion of the re-conquest in
Portugal in 1249 ; a natural stimulus, in other words, of a great
victory. The advisers of Dom Joao I, on the other hand, may
have been of the opinion that a military operation of that kind
would divert the attention of the guilds and the people from mis-
fortunes at home. Food was scarce, commodity prices were
steadily rising and there was little (if any) confidence in the national
currency. But it was also the age of chivalry.
The King was against the project at first. In his opinion he had
neither sufficient ships nor money and he expressed himself as being
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